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BIRD LANGUAGE IN 
T.H. WHITE'S
THE SW ORD IN THE STONE
MARIE NELSON
In  th e  f i r s t  book o f  h is  A r th u r ia n  te t r a lo g y  T .H . W hite 
show s th e  young  A rth u r u n d e rg o in g  a  s e r i e s  o f  tra n s fo rm a ­
t io n s  fro m  f i s h  to  in s e c t  to  b i r d  to  mammal, s p e a k in g  to  th e  
c r e a tu r e s  an d  b e in g  sp o k en  to  by  th em . The p u rp o se  o f  t h i s  
p a p e r  i s  to  show  how W hite u se d  h is  k now ledge o f  la n g u a g e  
a n d  l i t e r a r y  h is to r y  to  g iv e  fo rm  to  h is  f a n ta s y .
E v ery o n e  know s t h a t  t r e e s  an d  a n im a ls  an d  b ir d s  c a n 't  
t a l k .  We know  i t  a s  s u r e ly  a s  we know th e  r u l e s  t h a t  su b ­
c a te g o r iz e  n o u n s .1 N ouns r e p r e s e n t  e n t i t i e s  t h a t  a r e  e i t h e r  
a n im a te  o r  in a n im a te , an d  b e in g s  t h a t  a re  e i t h e r  hum an o r  
nonhum an. T hose who a r e  human s p e a k ; th o s e  t h a t  a r e  n o t 
hum an do n o t s p e a k . I t  i s  a  s im p le  m a tte r  o f  b in a ry  o p p o s i­
t i o n .  And y e t  c r e a to r s  o f  f a n ta s y  have o f te n  s u c c e s s fu lly  
b ro k e n  th e  u n w r itte n  r u le  t h a t  d e te rm in e s  o u r u n d e rs ta n d in g  
o f  who u s e s  la n g u a g e  an d  who d o e s n o t.
W r ite rs  o f  f a n ta s y  so m e tim es show  in  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  
b re a k in g  a  r u le  t h a t  we in te r n a l iz e  when we a c q u ire  la n g u a g e  
t h a t  th e y  n o t o n ly  know la n g u a g e , b u t th e y  a ls o  know a  b i t  o f  
l i n g u i s t i c s .   T o lk ie n  o b e y s th e  p h y s ic a l la w s o f  so u n d  when 
h e  g iv e s  h i s  to w e rin g  e n ts  d eep  v o ic e s . C .S . L ew is g iv e s  
som e o f  h i s  ta lk in g  b e a s ts  ( th e  h o r s e s , B ree  an d  H w in, f o r  
e x a m p le ) o n o m ato p o e ic  nam es; an d  some o f  h i s  a n im a ls  u se  
o n o m a to p o e ic  s p e e c h , a s  w hen R ab ad ash  th e  d o n k e y 's  w ords 
m erge in to  a  b r a y . R ic h a rd  Adams m akes s im ila r  u se  o f  ono­
m a to p o e ia  ( h i s  Row sby Woof c r i e s  o u t "How— how.' How— how 
d a re  y o u  come sn o u -sn o u — s n o u tin g  ro u n d  h e r e . G e t o u t— o u t!  
O u t! " ) ;  a n d  he a ls o  g iv e s  a  b i r d  c h a r a c te r  nam ed K eh aar th e  
d i a l e c t  o f  a  N orw eg ian  s h ip  c a p ta in .2 T .H . W hite g iv e s  
w h o le  f lo c k s  o f  b i r d  c h a r a c te r s  th e  pow er o f  sp e e c h  in  The 
Sw ord an d  th e  S to n e : an d  in  d o in g  so  he m akes a n  e f f e c t iv e  
d e m o n s tra tio n  o f  h i s  k n o w led g e o f  la n g u a g e . H is  b ir d s  t a lk  
on  v a r io u s  l e v e l s  o f  f o r m a li ty , u s in g  d i a l e c t s  a p p ro p r ia te  
t o  t h e i r  s o c ia l  l e v e l s .  T hey sp e a k , a t  v a r io u s  tim e s , la n ­
g u ag e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  d i f f e r e n t  s ta g e s  in  th e  d ev e lo p m en t 
o f  la n g u a g e . In d e e d , W hite e v en  p ro v id e s  a n  e x te n d e d  d i s ­
c u s s io n  o f  th e  o r ig in  o f  b ir d  la n g u a g e .
The q u e s tio n  o f  o r ig in s  seem s a  good one w ith  w h ich  to  
b e g in . In  The Sw ord in  th e  S to n e  a n sw e rin g  t h i s  q u e s tio n  i s  
n o t s im p ly  a  m a tte r  o f  t e l l i n g  a  c r e a tio n  s to r y  t h a t  i n ­
c lu d e s  a  g i f t  o f  la n g u a g e , a s  i t  i s  in  L e w is 's  N a rn ia . Young 
A rth u r  a s k s , "Do y o u  know . . . why b i r d s  s in g , o r  how? I s  
i t  a  la n g u a g e ? "  an d  h i s  q u e s tio n s  i n i t i a t e  a  d ia lo g u e . 
A rc h im e d e s ,' M e r lin 's  o w l, r e p l i e s ,  "O f c o u rse  i t  i s  a  la n g u ­
a g e . I t  i s  n o t a  b ig  la n g u a g e  l ik e  s p e e c h , b u t i t  i s  
l a r g e ."  M e rlin  th e n  p r e s e n ts  a n  im ita t iv e  th e o ry  o f  la n g u a g e  
o r ig in  w h ich  A rch im ed es f o r c e s  him  to  r e f in e .
"Lan g u ag e i s  v e ry  a n c ie n t ,"  M e rlin  s a y s  ( a  t r u is m ) , and  
a d d s , " l i t t l e  i s  s a id , b u t much in te n d e d "  (a n  a s s e r t io n  o f 
th e  sy m b o lic  c h a r a c te r  o f  la n g u a g e ) . H is  to n e  becom ing  p ed ­
a n t i c ,  he c o n tin u e s , "A n o th e r f r ie n d  o f  m ine m a in ta in s  . . . 
t h a t  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  th e  la n g u a g e  o f  b ir d s  a r i s e s  o u t o f  
im i ta t io n ."  The c ry  o f  th e  k e s t r e l ,  he s a y s , i s  an  im ita t io n  
o f  th e  so u n d  th e  m ouse m akes when pounded  o n .
Par a l l e l  e x am p les fo llo w , b u t A rch im ed es o b je c ts  t h a t  
b i r d s  s in g  m ore th a n  one n o te .' The im ita t io n  th e o ry  i s  to o  
s im p le . M e r lin 's  re a d y  an sw er i s  t h a t  o n ly  th e  c a l l  n o te s  
a r i s e  fro m  im i ta t io n . O th e r n o te s  a r e  d e s c a n ts  on th e  
o r ig in a l .  A f te r  some d is c u s s io n  o f  w hat w ould  be c a l le d  
" a g e -g ra d in g "  in  co n te m p o ra ry  ja rg o n  (young  o w ls s in g  " k e e - 
w ick " in  im ita t io n  o f  t h e i r  p re y , w h ile  o ld  o n es s in g  "h o o - 
r o o , h o o ro o " in  im ita t io n  o f  th e  w ind in  h o llo w  t r e e s  w here 
th e y  w an t to  s le e p ) , th e  m a g ic ia n  r e tu r n s  to  h is  b a s ic  
th e o r y .
S p eech  b e g in s  w ith  im i ta t io n . R e p e tit io n  f o llo w s , th e n  
v a r ia t io n .  And M e rlin  th e  l i n g u i s t  i s  o f f  on p a r a l in g u i s t i c  
f e a tu r e s  l i k e  to n e , p i t c h , an d  r a p id i ty  o f  u t te r a n c e .
"You can  c ry  K ee-w ick  in  te n d e r  a c c e n ts , i f  y o u  a r e  
in  lo v e , o r  K ee-w ick  a n g r i ly  in  c h a lle n g e  o r  in  
h a te : y o u  c an  c ry  i t  on a  r i s i n g  s c a le  a s  a  c a l l -  
n o te  . . . an d  i f  I  come n e a r  to  y o u  in  a  s t a r t l i n g  
way y o u  may c ry  o u t K e e -w ic k -K e e w ic k -k e e -w ic k - 
k e e w ic k , in  lo u d  a la r m ."3
I t  i s  no a c c id e n t , o f  c o u rs e , t h a t  "k e e -w ic k "  r e p e a te d  
q u ic k ly  b e g in s  to  so u n d  l i k e  "Q u ick , q u ic k , q u ic k ! " The 
exam ple s u i t s  th e  p o in t . B u t A rch im ed es o b je c ts  a n d  th e  
d ia lo g u e  c o n tin u e s . B ecau se  one o f  th e  c h a r a c te r s  i s  n o t a  
b i r d ,  i t  i s  n o t r e a l l y  a  d e b a te  in  th e  m e d ie v a l t r a d i t i o n ;  
an d  th e  e x p la n a tio n  i s  n o t a  s t r a i g h t  "bow-wow" th e o ry  b e ­
c a u se  M e rlin  (w ho i s  a  m a g ic ia n ) a d d s th e  id e a  o f  sy m p a th e ­
t i c  m agic when h e  h a s  th e  so u n d  im ita te  w h at th e  s p e a k e r  
h o p e s to  g a in  in s te a d  o f  j u s t  w h at he h e a r s .4  B u t W hite 
p r e s e n ts  a  n ic e ly  d ra m a tiz e d  e x p o s itio n  o f  a  th e o ry  o f  la n ­
g u ag e o r ig in .
T h a t th e  ow l can  sp e a k  a s  w e ll a s  M e rlin  i s  ta k e n  f o r  
g r a n te d . The q u e s tio n  i s ,  how can  th e  a b i l i t y  be e x p la in e d ?  
W h ite ' s  i r o n ic  p r e s e n ta t io n  m akes th e  "bow-wow" th e o ry  o f  
hum an la n g u a g e  o r ig in  an d  th e  im i ta t iv e  th e o ry  o f  b i r d  l a n ­
g u ag e b e g in n in g s  seem  e q u a lly  r id ic u lo u s ;  b u t a t  th e  sam e 
tim e  th e  m anner in  w h ich  he p r e s e n ts  th e  q u e s tio n  m akes th e  
sp e e c h  o f  b i r d  an d  human c h a r a c te r s  e q u a lly  b e l ie v a b le . I t  
i s  e v e ry  b i t  a s  p o s s ib le  f o r  A rch im ed es to  q u e s tio n  M e rlin ’s  
a s s e r t io n s  a s  i t  i s  f o r  M e rlin  to  make th em .
B ird s  can  t a lk  in  W h ite ' s  c r e a te d  w o rld , an d  th e  r e a d e r  
d o e s n o t ev en  th in k  to  q u e s tio n  t h i s .  A c o r o l la r y  r e v e r s a l  
o f  th e  g e n e ra l e x p e c ta tio n  i s  a ls o  p r e s e n te d . I t  c a n n o t be 
ta k e n  f o r  g ra n te d  t h a t  human b e in g s  a lw a y s hav e th e  f a c u l ty  
o r  p r iv i le g e  o f  sp e e c h . The Dog B oy, h is  name n o tw ith s ta n d ­
in g , i s  a  human c h a r a c te r ;  b u t , e x ile d  l i k e  th e  W ild  Boy o f  
A veyron fro m  th e  h a b i ta t io n s  o f  m en, h e c a n n o t com m unicate 
b ey o n d  a n  a lm o s t p re v e rb a l l e v e l .  And W art, who o r d in a r i ly  
seem s to  show  no  r e lu c ta n c e  to  sp e a k  u p , seem s im p e lle d  to  
a s k  b e fo re  he e n te r s  th e  b i r d  com m unity t h a t  i s  q u a r te re d  in  
th e  mews o f  h i s  g u a r d ia n 's  c a s t l e ,  " I s  one a llo w e d  to  sp e a k  
a s  a  hum an b e in g , o r  d o e s th e  th in g  a b o u t b e in g  se e n  an d  n o t 
h e a rd  h av e to  a p p ly ? "5 He f in d s  t h a t  h e  w i l l  be p e rm itte d  to  
sp e a k  w ith  th e  b i r d s , b u t t h a t  he m ust go by  th e  r u l e s  o f  
t h e i r  sp e e c h  com m unity .
B a la n , a  m e r lin  nam ed f o r  one o f  th e  B a lin -B a la n  b r o t ­
h e r s  o f  m e d ie v a l ro m an ce , a d v is e s  th e  b o y , who h a s  now 
assum ed  th e  fo rm  o f  a  haw k, on how to  jo in  th e  g ro u p . When 
sp o k e n  to , W art a n sw e rs a  f i e r c e  p e r e g r in e  i n  th e  p o l i t e  
s y n ta x  o f  S i r  Thom as M a lo ry 's  tim e , " I  am a  m e r lin , Madam, 
a n  i t  p le a s e  y o u ."  C a te c h iz e d , he s a y s  he i s  a  m em ber o f  a  
g ro u p  p ro p e r ly  c a l le d  B e a s ts  o f  th e  F o o t. He g iv e s  some 
w rong a n sw e rs , b u t i t  i s  a g re e d  t h a t  h e  may be a d m itte d  to  
th e  o rd e r  o f  b i r d s .
The sp arro w -h aw k  who i s  to  sw ear y o ung  A rth u r in  b e g in s  
w ith  la n g u a g e  t h a t  i s  in a p p r o p r ia te  to  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  sp e e c h  
a c t  he i s  to  p e r fo rm .6 The fo rm u la s  a r e  fo rm a l en o u g h , b u t 
th e y  w ere d e s ig n e d  f o r  th e  e x e c u tio n  o f  w i l l s  an d  te s ta m e n ts  
an d  th e  p e rfo rm a n c e  o f  th e  m a rria g e  cerem o n y , n o t f o r  i n i t i ­
a t io n  in to  a  s e l e c t  g ro u p . ”I  th e e  endow  . . . lo v e , h o n o u r 
a n d  o b e y ,"  th e  in c o m p e te n t b i r d  b e g in s ; an d  he e n d s w ith  a  
m a lap ro p ism , " t i l l  j e s s  do h i s  p a r t . "  T hus th e  b ir d  f a i l s  
i n  h i s  p e rfo rm a n c e  o f  c e re m o n ia l r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  He h a s  
th e  la n g u a g e  c o m p e ten ce , b u t so m e th in g  h a s  gone w rong . He
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c o u ld  sw ea r K a rt in  i f  o n ly  h e  c o u ld  rem em ber how to  d o  i t  
p r o p e r ly —h u t h e  h a s  f o r g o tte n  th e  r i g h t  w ard s a n d  th e  b o n e s 
h e  i s  to  sw ear o n .
O ld  C o lo n e l C u lly  h a s  h i s  p ro b lem s to o . H is  la n g u a g e  
show s a  f in e  S h a k e sp e a re a n  m ad n ess. The h a rk  t h a t  M e rlin  
h a s  w arned  K a rt a b o u t in tro d u c e s  h im s e lf  a s  " n o t su c h  a  
dam ned v i l l a i n , "  an d  he s a y s  o f  th e  b o y 's  a p p ro a c h in g  i n i t i ­
a t i o n  cerem o n y , " I f  i t  w ere done when ' t i s  done . .  . th e n  
' tw e re  w e ll i t  w ere done q u ic k ly ."  T he o v e r to n e s  a r e  om in­
o u s , b u t K a r t c a n n o t show  f e a r .  Show ing f e a r  w ould  r e v e a l  
t h a t  h e  i s  hum an, an d  su c h  a n  a d m iss io n  w ould  l i m i t  h i s  
o p p o r tu n ity  to  le a r n  th e  le s s o n  o f  c o u ra g e  t h a t  th e  haw ks 
c a n  te a c h .
The w a r r io r  b i r d s  h av e  t h e i r  own way o f  c la im in g  th e  
e s s e n t i a l  q u a l i ty  o f  h e ro e s . T h ese  a r e  th e  w ard s o f  t h e i r  
" O rd e a l Hymn":
L if e  i s  b lo o d , sh e d  a n d  o f f e r e d .
The e a g l e 's  e y e  can  f a c e  t h i s  d r e e .
To b e a s ts  o f  c h a s e  th e  l i e  i s  p r o f e r r e d :
T im or M o rtis  C o n tu rb a t Me.
The b e a s t  o f  f o o t  s in g s  H o ld fa s t o n ly ,
F a r  f l e s h  i s  b ru c k le  an d  f o o t  i s  s le e
S tre n g th  to  th e  s tr o n g  an d  th e  lo r d ly  a n d  lo n e ly .
T im or M o rtis  B x u lta t Me.
Shame to  th e  s lo th f u l  an d  woe to  th e  w eak o n e .
D ea th  to  th e  d r e a d fu l who tu r n  to  f l e e .
B lo o d  to  th e  te a r in g , th e  t a l o n 'd ,  th e  b ea k e d  o n e .
T im or M o rtis  a r e  W e.7
The e a g le ’s  ey e  m u st f a c e  d re e  ( s u f f e r in g ) , f l e s h  i s  t r u c k le  
( f r a i l )  an d  f o o t  s le e  ( s l i d i n g ) ,  a s  th e  n o r th e rn  fo rm s show : 
b u t th e  r e f r a i n ,  "T he f e a r  o f  d e a th  d is tu r b s  m e," becom es 
"T he f e a r  o f  d e a th  e x u l ts  me" an d  i s  th e n  tra n s fo rm e d  to  "We 
a r e  th e  f e a r  o f  d e a th ."  Me, th e  f i r s t  p e rso n  s in g u la r  a c c u ­
s a t iv e  p ro n o u n , i s  f i r s t  th e  o b je c t o f  c o n tu rb a t ( d i s tu r b s ) .  
I t  n e x t becom es th e  o b je c t  o f  e x u l ta t  in  a  s tr a n g e  im p e rso n a l 
c o n s tru c tio n  w h ich  can  be t r a n s la te d  " I  e x u l t  in  th e  f e a r  o f  
d e a th ."  And th e n  i t  c h a n g e s to  a  f i r s t  p e rs o n  p lu r a l  su b ­
j e c t  a s  th e  b i r d s  a s s e r t  in  u n iso n  t h a t  th e y  a r e  th e  f e a r  o f  
d e a th . The p ro g re s s io n  i s  fro m  f e a r  o f , to  d e l ig h t  i n ,  to  
i d e n t i f i c a t io n  w ith  th e  f e a r  o f  d e a th )  a n d  th e  m id d le  s te p  
c o u ld  h a rd ly  h av e b een  ta k e n  i f  th e  la n g u a g e  o f  th e  b ir d s  
w as c o m p le te ly  r e s t r i c t e d  to  th e  s y n ta x  o f  M odem  E n g lis h .
As we hav e j u s t  h e a rd , W hite u s e s  S h a k e sp e a re a n  fo rm s 
to  d e p ic t  m adness an d  L a te  M idd le E n g lis h  to  show  p o l i t e  
f o r m a li ty ;  an d  in  th e  " O rd e a l Hymn" he d raw s on M iddle S c o ts  
in  a  way t h a t  show s h is  d e b t to  D u n b a r 's  " la m e n t f o r  th e  
M a k a ris ."8  A n o th e r b ir d  so n g , t h i s  one su n g  b y  th e  p e a c e fu l 
g e e s e  w ith  whom W art l i v e s  f o r  a  tim e , s u g g e s ts  a  s ta g e  t h a t  
g o e s  b a c k  to  th e  e a r l i e s t  b e g in n in g s  o f  la n g u a g e — i f  one 
a c c e p ts  M e r lin 's  th e o ry  o f  o r ig in s . The g e e se  s in g  a s  th e y
f l y .
We w ander th e  sk y  w ith  many a  C ronk
And la n d  in  th e  p a s tu re  f i e l d s  w ith  a  P lo n k .
H an k -h an k , H in k -h in k , H onk-honk.
T hen we b en d  o u r n e c k s w ith  a  c u r io u s  k in k
L ik e  th e  b en d  w h ich  th e  p lu m b er p u ts  u n d e r th e  s in k . 
H onk-honk, H ank-hank , H in k -h in k .
And we f e e d  aw ay in  a  s o c ia b le  ra n k
T e a rin g  th e  g r a s s  w ith  a  s id e w a y s y a n k .
H in k -h in k , H onk-honk, H an k -h an k .
B u t H ink o r  Honk we r e l i s h  th e  P lo n k ,
And Honk o r  Hank we r e l i s h  th e  R ank,
And Hank o r  H ink we th in k  i t  a  j in k  
To Honk o r  Hank o r  H in k !9
M e rlin , who h ad  no s c ru p le s  a b o u t b e in g  p r e te n t io u s , m ig h t 
h av e  c a l le d  t h i s  s e l f - r e f l e x iv e  o n o m a to p o e ia . I  w i l l  s to p  
s h o r t  o f  t h a t ,  b u t I  th in k  th e  v a r io u s  h o n k s, h a n k s , and  
h in k s  c an  be ta k e n  a s  ex am p les o f  th e  r e p e t i t io n  s ta g e  o f  
la n g u a g e  d ev e lo p m e n t, one o f  th e  s ta g e s  t h a t  e v e ry  la n g u a g e -  
l e a r n e r ,  h i s  o n to g en y  p e rh a p s  r e c a p i tu la t in g  h i s  p h ilo lo g y , 
g o e s  th ro u g h .
W hite w ould  n o t have n eed ed  to  la b e l  th e  g e e s e ’ s  "Boon 
o f  L if e "  a s  "one o f  th e  m ore S c a n d in a v ia n  s o n g s ."  H is u se  o f  
a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  com pound w o rd s, an d  k en d  h e i t i  c l e a r ly  i d e n t i ­
f i e s  th e  so n g  a s  a  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  o f  th e  O ld  N o rse (a n d  O ld 
E n g lis h )  p e r io d . One s ta n z a  w i l l  show  how th e  la n g u a g e
r e p r e s e n ts  a  v a lu e  sy stem  t h a t  s tr o n g ly  r e se m b le s th e  cod e  
o f  th e  A n g lo -S a x o n s.
Aged Ank an sw ered : H onour i s  o u r a l l .
P a th -fin d e r , Pe o p le  - fe e d e r , P la n -p r o v id e r , S a g e -  
com m ander,
T h ese h ea r  th e  c a ll.10
The w ards o f  w isdom  a r e  sp ok en  by an  aged  le a d e r  who e x t o l l s  
th e  v a lu e s  o f  honour and r e s p o n s ib le  le a d e r s h ip . The com­
pound a g en t-n o u n s " P a th -f in d e r ," " P e o p le -fe e d e r ," and " P la n - 
p ro v id er"  f u l f i l l  th e  r eq u irem en ts o f  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  tr a ­
d it io n  (a s  do "Aged" and "Honour" in  th e  l in e  a b o v e ), a n d , 
s in c e  th e y  show  w hat th e  b ir d s  a r e  b y  r e fe r r in g  to  w hat th e y  
a c tu a lly  d o , th e y  a re  a ls o  exam p les o f  a  com monly u se d  p o e t ic  
d e v ic e , th e  k e n t h e i t i .
The dawn so n g  o f  th e  g e e s e  im it a t e s  th e  s t y le  o f  a  l a t ­
t e r  day p o e t o f  th e  a l l i t e r a t iv e  t r a d it io n .
You tu r n in g  w o rld , p o u r in g  b en ea th  ou r p in io n s ,
H o is t th e  h o a r  su n  to  w elcom e m o rn in g 's  m in io n s .
S e e , on  e a c h  b r e a s t  th e  s c a r l e t  an d  v e rm ilio n ,
H e a r, fro m  e a c h  th r o a t  th e  c la r io n  a n d  c a r l l l l o n .
H ark , th e  w ild  w a n d e rin g  l i n e s  i n  b la c k  b a t t a l i o n s ,  
H e a v e n 's  h o rn s  a n d  h u n te r s , d a w n -b rig h t h o u n d s a n d
s t a l l i o n s .
F re e , f r e e :  f a r ,  f a r :  an d  f a i r  on  w a v e rin g  w in g s 
Comes A n se r a lb i f r o n s ,  an d  so u n d s , a n d  s in g s .H
A l l i t e r a t i o n  a n d  rhym e an d  th e  u s e  o f  "m in io n s"  m ake th e  a l ­
lu s io n  a p p a re n t; a n d  th e  rh y m es o f  " p in io n s ,"  " v e r m ilio n ,"  
" c l a r i l l i o n , " " b a t ta l io n s "  an d  " s t a l l i o n s "  d raw  a t t e n t i o n  to  
th e  H o p k in s w ord  an d  s t y l e .
The th r e e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  th e  l i t e r a r y  la n g u a g e  o f  
th e  g e e s e  j u s t  c i t e d  show  i t s  d ev e lo p m e n t fro m  im i ta t iv e  b e ­
g in n in g s  to  a  h e ro ic  a g e  to  a  l a t t e r  d ay  t r a d i t i o n .  F o r 
c o n t r a s t  w ith  th e  r a t h e r  fo rm a l e x a m p le s j u s t  c i t e d ,  c o n s i­
d e r  th e  co ck n ey  o f  th e  p u f f in s ,
"Move o v e r a  b i t ,  A u n tie ,"  th e y  s a id , o r  "S hove a lo n g , 
G randm a"; " T h e re 's  t h a t  F lo s s ie  gone a n d  s a t  on  th e  
sh rim p s" ) "P u t th e  to f f e e  i n  y o u r  p o c k e t, d e a r ie ,  an d  
b low  y o u r n o s e " ; "L aw ks, i f  i t  i s n ' t  U n cle  A lb e r t w ith  
th e  b e e r ” ; "Any room  f o r  a  l i t t l e  ’u n ? "  '“T h ere  g o e s  
A un t Emma, f a l l e n  o f f  th e  le d g e " ; " I s  me h a t  on  
s t r a ig h t? " ;
" C rik e y , t h i s  i s n ' t  a r f  a  d o ! "12
T h is  i s  down to  e a r th  la n g u a g e , sp o k e n  by  down to  e a r th  
b i r d s ,  to d a y .
C le a r ly , th e  b ir d s  who sp e a k  in  T he Sw ord in  th e  S to n e  
sp e a k  w ith  v a r ie d  a c c e n ts . T h e ir  v a r ie d  sp e e c h  i s  d i r e c t l y  
co m p arab le  to  th e  la n g u a g e  o f  hum an b e in g s , w ho, l i k e  th e  
b i r d s ,  u se  th e  la n g u a g e  o f  th e  p a s t  f o r  fo rm a l s i t u a t i o n s  
an d  show  t h e i r  own o r ig in s  by  t h e i r  s p e e c h . S i r  E c to r , bow­
in g  b e fo re  A rth u r in  r e c o g n it io n  o f  h i s  r i g h t  to  k in g s h ip , 
s a y s  w ith  fo rm a l d ig n i ty , " I  w ote w e ll y e  a r e  o f  an  h ig h e r  
b lo o d  th a n  I  w end y e  w e re ,” an d  th e  w ords seem  s t r a i g h t  o u t 
o f  M alo ry ; b u t when A r th u r ’ s  n u rs e  an d  tu t o r  a d d re s s  him  a s  
a n  o rd in a ry  b o y  th e y  sp e a k  th e  la n g u a g e  t h a t  i s  n a tu r a l  to  
them — co ck n ey  E n g lis h .
O th e r c r e a tu r e s  th a n  b i r d s  an d  hum ans a ls o  t a l k  in  The 
Sw ord an d  th e  S to n e ; an d  t h e i r  la n g u a g e  i s  s im i la r ly  d i f f e r ­
e n t ia te d  b y  s i t u a t io n  an d  in d iv id u a l  h i s to r y .  F is h  s p e a k .
A f r ig h te n e d  ro a c h  c o m p u ls iv e ly  r e p e a ts  a l l  h i s  c o n s o n a n ts  
in  an  u n a v o id a b le  s t u t t e r ,  w h ile  a  pom pous te n c h  i n t e n s i f i e s  
h i s  p o n t i f ic a t io n s  w ith  a  p u rp o s e fu l r e p e t i t io n  o f  p .
A n ts sp e a k , b u t t h e i r  la n g u a g e  a d m its  no mad S h a k e s p e a r­
e a n  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  T h e ir  la n g u a g e  i s  a  v e ry  c o n tr o l le d  o n e , 
d e p e n d in g  on th e  s im p le  o p p o s itio n  o f  Done o r  N ot-D one f o r  
th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  a l l  v a lu e  ju d g m e n ts . T h e ir  w ord f o r  
" in s a n e "  i s  sim p ly  "N o t-D o n e ."  I  h e s i t a te  to  sa y  t h a t  W hite 
in te n d e d  th e  la n g u a g e  o f  th e  a n ts  to  s e rv e  a s  a  d e m o n s tra ­
t io n  o f  a  s tr o n g  s ta te m e n t o f  th e  W h o rfian  th e o ry  a b o u t th e  
e f f e c t  o f  la n g u a g e  on th o u g h t,13 b u t i t  w i l l  d o . T he la n g u ­
a g e  o f  th e  a n t s ,  g o v e rn e d  by v e ry  s im p le  la w s o f  b in a ry  
o p p o s itio n , h a s  no f l e x i b i l i t y ;  an d  n e i th e r ,  p e rh a p s  a s  a
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c o n s e q u e n c e ,  d o e s  t h e i r  th o u g h t. T he e c h o e s  o f  O rw e ll a r e  
o f  c o u rs e  a p p a r e n t.
M ammals s p e a k , a n d  t h e i r  la n g u a g e , a g a in , sh o w s d i f f e r ­
e n t i a t i o n s  c o m p a ra b le  t o  th o s e  o f  b i r d s  a n d  hum an b e in g s .
T he m a la p ro p ism s  o f  a  f r ig h te n e d  h ed g e h o g  (h e  s p e a k s  o f  a  
" k i l l e e 's  h e e l " )  re m in d  th e  r e a d e r  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
s p e e c h  p a t t e r n s  o f  A r th u r 's  n u r s e ; a n d , i n  c o n t r a s t ,  a  p r e ­
t e n t i o u s  b a d g e r  r e a d s  h i s  ow n v e r s io n  o f  th e  c r e a t io n  s to r y  
a lo u d  in  d i s s e r t a t i o n e s e , w h ich  b r in g s  u s  b a c k  to  w h ere  we 
b e g a n . T h is  i s  a n  ex a m p le  o f  th e  b a d g e r 's  s c h o la r ly  ja r g o n , 
a n d  i t  i s  e q u a l t o  M e r l in 's :
" Pe o p le  o f te n  a s k , a s  a n  i d l e  q u e s t io n , w h e th e r  th e  
p r o c e s s  o f  e v o lu tio n  b e g a n  w ith  th e  c h ic k e n  o r  th e  
e g g . W as th e r e  a n  e g g  o u t o f  w h ic h  th e  f i r s t  c h ic k e n  
cam e, o r  d id  a  c h ic k e n  la y  th e  f i r s t  e g g ?  I  am i n  a  
p o s i t io n  to  s a y  t h a t  th e  f i r s t  th in g  c r e a te d  w as th e  
e g g ."1 4
A c c o rd in g  t o  th e  b a d g e r , G od c r e a te d  th e  e g g s  fro m  w h ich  a l l  
th e  f i s h e s  a n d  s e r p e n t s  a n d  b i r d s  a n d  m am m als e m e rg e d , a n d  
th e n  He c a l l e d  a l l  th e  em b ry o s b e f o re  Him t o  g iv e  e a c h  a  
s p e c i a l  g i f t .  T he g i f t  He g ra n te d  to  m an to  own e x c lu s iv e ly  
w as n o t  la n g u a g e .
W h ite  i s  t r u e  t o  h i s  own m y th . W hen W art m u st p u l l  th e  
sw o rd  o f  p o w er fro m  th e  s to n e , th e  f r i e n d s  h e  h a s  m ade d u r­
in g  th e  c o u rs e  o f  h i s  s u c c e s s iv e  t r a n s f o r m a tio n s  e n c o u ra g e  
h im  i n  t h e i r  ow n v o ic e s . T he l a s t  to  s p e a k  i s  a  " w h ite -  
f r o n t , "  a  g o o s e , who s a y s  s im p ly , "Come a lo n g , Homo s a p ie n s ."  
S o  g e e s e  c a n 't  t a l k ,  b u t i n  T .H . W h ite 's  w o rld  th e y  d o ; a n d  
b i r d s  a r e  c a p a b le  o f  u s in g  la n g u a g e  t h a t  i s  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  
b y  s ta g e  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  d e v e lo p m e n t, d i a l e c t ,  a n d  d e g re e  o f  
f o r m a l i ty . T hey  a r e  a l s o  c a p a b le  o f  s u i t i n g  th e  s t y l e  to  
th e  s u b s ta n c e .
S a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  c e r t a i n  p r im a ry  c u r i o s i t i e s  may b e  o n e  
o f  th e  b e s t  p le a s u r e s  o f  f a n ta s y .  Some q u e s t io n s , l i k e  th e  
o n e  a b o u t w h ere  la n g u a g e  cam e fro m , a r e  u n a n s w e ra b le ;  b u t 
som e o f  th e  u n a n s w e ra b le  q u e s t io n s , a s  W h ite  a n d  o th e r s  h av e  
sh o w n , a r e  th e  m o st f u n . F i r s t ,  th e  r u l e  t h a t  o n ly  Human 
b e in g s  c a n  t a l k  m u st b e  b ro k e n . T hen  o th e r  q u e s t io n s  may 
h e  a s k e d : how d o  th e  c r e a tu r e s  sp e a k ?  a n d  w h a t i s  t h e i r  
la n g u a g e  l i k e ?  I n  a n s w e rin g  th e s e  q u e s tio n s  th e  R u le -  
b r e a k e r  b eco m es S p e e c h -m a k e r a n d  F a n ta s y - c r e a to r .
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O f le g e n d s  f e l l  o f  d e v i l r y  
O f w itc h e r y , o f  k n a v e ry
O f g o ld e n  d re a m s o f  e r r a n t r y  
O f c o u r t ly  d e e d s  o f  c h iv a l r y  
O f d a r in g  f e a t s  o f  g a l l a n t r y  
O f r i v a l r y ,  o f  b r a .’e ry
In  b a l l a d s  o ld  in  G ram ary e 
B e s id e  th e  s in g in g  s e a .
M ark A lla b y
